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Martin Luther at the Diet of Worms .

From the Swiss Protestant
Reformation to the Golden Age
of Political Theory in the
Geneva of Voltaire:
The Birth of Modern Democracy
by Dwight Page

On October 31

st

, 1517 Martin Luther posted 95 theses on the
door of the Palast Church in Wittenberg, Germany, thereby igniting
the Protestant Reformation . In 1518, Huldrych Zwingli became the
pastor of the Grossmtinster in Zurich where he began to preach ideas
on reforming the Catholic Church, rejecting the veneration of saints
and questioning the power of excommunication . For his part, in 1519
during the Leipzig Disputation with Johann Eck, Luther questioned
the infallibility of papal decisions, thus attacking the hithertofore
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publicly uncontested belief
in the supremacy of His
Holiness the Pope in all
matters of European life. t
These events profoundly
changed
the
history and culture of
Germany and Switzerland; in addition, they
profoundly changed the
King Henry Vlll
history and culture of
Great Britain as well. Since 1527 King Henry VIII of England had
been dissatisfied in his marriage to Catherine of Aragon. Unable to
produce a male heir, whom he deemed to be indispensable for the future
security of his Kingdom, Catherine was unacceptable to Henry as his
consort, and he sought to divorce her so as to be able to marry Anne
1

It is true that in the twelfth century, when Pope Alexander III asked Henry II
of England to adopt a more conciliatory line concerning the matter of handing over
criminal priests to the Jay courts for punishment, Henry promptly summoned a council to
Clarendon (January 1164). The King presented the bishops with a clear statement of the
King's customary rights over the Church-the Constitutions of Clarendon-and required
from them a promise to observe these customs in good faith and obey the will of the King.
Taken by surprise, then Archbishop of Canterbury Thomas a Becket argued for two days
and then gave in. However, no sooner had the rest of the English bishops followed his
example than Becket repented of his weakness, changed his mind and once again declared
the supremacy of the Church in such matters. Thoroughly exasperated and humiliated ,
Henry now decided to destroy Becket. On December 29'\ 1170, Becket was murdered in
his own cathedral by four of King Henry's knights while he was saying mass . This deed
shocked Christendom and secured Becket's canonization in record time.
Also, in the eleventh century, and in another country, Germany, during the
Investiture Controversy of 1095, the ambitions of Pope Gregory VII toward Papal
hegemony over Europe were checked by the Holy Roman Emperor Henry IV, who
continued to name bishops at will and declare papal provisions illegitimate, even though
the Pope had denied secular rulers the right to place members of the clergy in office.
The essential thing to note in both these previous medieval cases is that, although
both King Henry II of England and the Holy Roman Emperor Henry IV did rebel against
papal authority, both also later repented of their actions and were even compelled to
make a public apology and do public penance and were forced to humble themselves
publicly before representatives of the Pope, King Henry of England at Canterbury and
Henry IV at Canossa. Thus, indeed, until the time of Martin Luther no king or priest had
ever successfully revolted against the power of the Papacy.
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Boleyn. Yet divorce was forbidden by the then uni versa! Catholic Church.
Initially distraught by this situation, King Henry looked with hope to the
Continental Reformers-Luther and Zwingli-and their verbal assault
on Papal supremacy, as an encouraging precedent and justification for
his own bold rebellion against Papal authority in England.
Thus the English Anglican Reformation was essentially a derivation
of the contemporary German and Swiss Protestant Reformations: all
three nations began to question simultaneously the medieval European
hegemony of the Pope and the Catholic Church. In 1531, by the Act of
Supremacy, Henry VIII was recognized as the Supreme Head of the Church
in England, thereby catalyzing not only the reform of the English Church
but the reform of the English State as well. The new Church created by
King Henry would be the servant of the State, clearly the reverse of the
medieval concept of the State as the obedient daughter of the Church.
Unfortunately, however, King Henry of England had profoundly
misunderstood and misinterpreted the true purpose of the Continental
Protestant Reformers. Whether Protestant like Luther and Zwingli or
Catholic like the greatly admired scholar Erasmus (then residing in Basel),
all these genuine theologians and reformers intended to re-establish the
Church on a solid Biblical foundation and draw their congregations closer
to the teachings of Christ. The Enchiridion of Erasmus exemplified the
real meaning of the Reformation, which it characterized as a collective
return to the Church Fathers and Scripture, and taught that the New
Testament is the law of Christ that people are called to obey, and that
Christ is the example whom they are called to imitate.
Henry VIII, on the other hand, in flagrant violation of Erasmian
humanitarianism and Christology, abused his new position as the
Supreme Head of the Church in England in order to create an absolute
royal dictatorship over all aspects of English life. Nothing could
have been further removed from the intentions of Luther, Zwingli
and Erasmus, and nothing could have been more contrary to the
commandants of the Prince of Peace, the Christ. Indeed, instead of
peace, a spirit of tyranny and discord dominated England during the
reign of King Henry. Many Officers of State and members of the
Royal Court were executed by order of the vengeful and pitiless King,
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2017
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who refused to countenance any remark or conduct which he perceived
as offensive to his person or counter to his wishes; notable among the
victims of the royal wrath were the Lord Chancellor Sir Thomas More,
beheaded in the Tower of London in 1535, and Henry's second wife,
Anne Boleyn, beheaded in the Tower in 1536.
To make matters worse, Henry VIII's daughter, the Catholic
Queen Mary I (1553-1558) , who rightly earned the notorious nickname
"Bloody Mary", perpetuated this tyrannical government and horrid abuse
of the English people. During her nefarious reign occurred some 274
martyrdoms, among the victims the premier Protestant martyrs , Bishops
Hooper, Ridley, Latimer and Archbishop Cranmer. 2 This awful situation
led many terrified English Protestants to flee England; some 200 Marian
exiles resettled in the more hospitable Protestant haven of Geneva .3
Therefore , we perceive that the early iconoclastic teachings
of Luther and Zwingli-their famed bold confrontation with the
Catholic Church-were initially used in contemporary sixteenth
century England to the advantage of the King's power and to the
disadvantage of the liberty and welfare of the English people.
Despite the initial negative consequences of the German and
Swiss Protestant Reformations in Great Britain, these revolutionary
continental events did nonetheless produce some important positive
results for the political and spiritual evolution of that Kingdom.
Notably, the period of the Marian Exile brought many English
Protestant dissenters into contact with the Protestant reformer John
Calvin and his city of Geneva, and this happy relationship would bear
much fruit in the history of British representative democracy. 4
Many Elizabethan reformers , for example, shared common views
2
John Guy, "The Tudor Age, 1485- 1603 ," in The Oxford Illustrated History of
Britain , ed. Kenneth 0. Morgan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984) , 261.
3
David W. Hall , The Genevan Reformation and the American Founding (New
York : Lexington Books, 2003), 239.
4
In this article Reformation Geneva and Lausanne are considered to be within
the orbit of the authority and influence of the Swiss Confederation , although technically
the Canton of Yaud did not join the Confederation until 1803 , and the Canton of Geneva
did not join the Confederation until 1815 . By 1536 the area of Vaud was completely
annexed by Bern , and rem ained under Bernese rule until 1798. As for Geneva , it was an
independent republic until 1798. Howeve r, Geneva had also been an "everlasting ally"
of the Swiss Confederation since 1584.
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol53/iss2/2
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on Church and State because of their common Genevan connection:
the rich interchange of ideas in Geneva among Marian exiles such as
Gilby, Whittingham, Cartwright and Ochino, exerted an enormous
influence over English intellectual life and political reform upon their
return to their native country in 1559 .5 At this time, Geneva became
the exemplary City of God, the Protestant Rome, and Geneva also
became a culture worthy of export to other nations.
Finally Geneva's leader,
John Calvin, is widely regarded
as the Father of Modern Western
Democracy. It was within
Geneva as a whole and Calvin's
Academy m particular that
the first broad and systematic
case for modern representative
government was made. 6 Large
segments of Western political
thought have often embraced
such forward-looking Calvinistic concepts as respecting fixed
Theologian John Calvin.
limits on governing power and
permitting people the right to resist oppression.7 The nineteenth
century Harvard historian George Bancroft has even stated: "Calvin
was the foremost of modern republican legislators" and responsible
for elevating the culture of Geneva into "the impregnable fortress of
popular liberty, the fertile seed-plot of democracy." 8
The clearest map of Calvin's political thought is found in his
Institutes of the Christian Faith, which constitutes a blueprint for
just civil government. Therein Calvin provides a theological basis for
the opposition to unjust governments. 9 In addition, Calvin's sermon

5

Hall, The Genevan Reformation and the American Founding , 238.
Ibid., xi.
7 Ibid ., ix.
8 Philip Schaff, History of the Christian Church (1910; reprint, Grand Rapids,
Michigan: Eerdmans , 1979), 13: 522-527.
9
Hall , The Genevan Reformation and the American Founding, 92 .
6
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on First Samuel 8 addresses one of the most widely expounded
passages about political thought in Scripture. Calvin's exposition
in this sermon discusses the dangers of monarchy, the need for the
proper limitation of government, and the place of divine Sovereignty
over human government. 10 It is an example of Calvinism at its best ,
carefully balancing individual liberty and proper government.
The fame of John Calvin's novel and politically sensitive
government of Geneva spread far and wide. Thomas Cranmer was so
impressed by this Genevan religious and political Reformation that
he planned to convene an evangelical council in England in order
to consolidate the growing Protestant movement under his sovereign
Edward VI, and he actually dispatched invitations to Calvin and
Bullinger in Switzerland and to Melanchthon in Germany. 11
However, not Thomas Cranmer but rather the Scottish pastor
John Knox would serve as the principal conduit who would lead the
flood of Calvinist ideas and reforms into Great Britain. Knox had
already spent several years in Calvinist Geneva when he returned
definitively to Scotland at the time of the accession of the Protestant
Elizabeth I in 1559. During those years in Geneva, he had led a most
happy life, had become a faithful disciple of John Calvin and had
often recommended Geneva to his friends in England as the best
place of asylum for Protestants. In one letter he wrote:
"I neither fear nor eschame to say, [Geneva] is the most
perfect school of Christ that ever was in the earth since the days of
the apostles. In other places I confess Christ to be truly preached ;
but manners and religion so sincerely reformed , I have not yet
seen in any other place ... " 12

On his return to Scotland, John Knox brought back home with
him his profound admiration for the reformed Genevan government
and Calvin's teachings, and he consequently led the Protestant
10

Ibid. , 109.
Hugh T. Kerr, ed. , "Calvin," in Readings in Christian Thought (Nashville and
New York: Abingdon Press, 1965) , I 75 .
12
W. Stanford Reid, Trumpeter of God (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons ,
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol53/iss2/2
6
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Reformation in Scotland, in partnership with the Scottish Protestant
nobility . The movement may be seen as a revolution, since it led to
the ousting of Mary of Guise, who governed as Regent in the name of
her young daughter, Mary, Queen of Scots. At this time Knox helped
write the new Confession of Faith and the ecclesiastical order for the
newly created reformed Scottish Church, the Kirk. He continued to
serve as the religious leader of the Scottish Protestants throughout
Mary 's reign. In several interviews with the young Queen, Knox
admoni shed her for supporting Catholic practices. On one occasion,
when Mary asked him whether subjects had a right to resist their
ruler, he gave her the astonishing reply that if monarchs exceeded
their lawful limits , they might be resisted, even by force. 13
These extraordinary conversations between Mary, Queen of
Scots, and her elderly political and religious mentor, John Knox,
demonstrate more emphatically than any other incident how much
progress had been made in the field of human rights in Great Britain
by the late sixteenth century. Any citizen who would have dared to
make such comments about rebellion against royal authority in the
time of Henry VIII most certainly would have been imprisoned and
sent to the block. Yet the inquisitive and politically correct Mary
sent for John Knox on several occasions to attend her, that she might
pursue her study of the new reforms and that she might become a wise
and just ruler. Such was the profound influence of the Christocentric
theology recently imported to Britain from Germany and Switzerland.
Clearly the Biblically inspired ideas of Erasmus, Luther, Zwingli,
Bullinger, Calvin and Knox had penetrated so extensively the hearts
and mind s of the British people that they now showed themselves to
be the serious students and the sincere admirers of the ideals of the
Reformation .
Thus, during the reign of Mary, Queen of Scots, John Knox
was truly the national leader of Scotland, to whose opinions even the
monarch deferred. He has also been described as contributing to the
13

John Guy, My Heart is my Own: Th e Life of Mary Queen of Scots (London :
Fourth Estate, 2004), 142; Reth a Warnicke, Mary Queen of Scots (New York: Routledge ,
2006), 71 ; Geddes MacGregor, Th e Thundering Scot (Philadelphia: The Westminster
Press , 1957) , 162-172 .
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struggle for genuine human freedom, by teaching a duty to oppose
unjust government in order to bring about needed moral and spiritual
change.
Through the influence of the ideas of the model Protestant
City of Geneva and of John Calvin, and though the dissemination
of these Swiss ideas in Scotland by John Knox, the Scots advanced
three important political concepts in the last decades of the sixteenth
century: 1) the notion of the church as its own governmental sphere
independent of the State, 2) the covenanting concept, that is , that
people had responsibilities to hold rulers to their charters and that rulers
were to be faithful to both the Constitution and God , 3) the general
political elevation of the common citizen through democratizing
structures emulating Presbyterian polity. 14
Thus, principally owing to the influence of the Swiss Protestant
Reformation, by 1600 was laid the foundation for the seventeenth
century political and religious revolution which would gradually
transform Scotland and England into modern liberal democracies.
The governments of two monarchs, James I ( 1603-1625) and Charles
II (1660-1685), and the ideas of one philosopher, John Locke , would
further contribute to the development of political and religious
Enlightenment in Great Britain.
After the religious convulsions which had swept Great Britain
and Europe during the sixteenth century, early Stuart England was
probably the least violent country in Europe. There were probably
more dead bodies on stage during a production of Hamlet, Ma cbeth
or Romeo and Juliet than in any one violent clash on British soil
over the first 40 years of the seventeenth century. Blood feuds , so
common in Italy, and cycles of killings by rival groups were unheard
of. England had neither brigands nor bandits. While the late sixteenth
century saw rivalries and disputes amongst county justices flare
up into fisticuffs and drawn swords (as in Cheshire in the 1570s
and Nottinghamshire in the 1590s), respect for the institutions of
justice were sufficient to pre-vent a perpetuation of such violence
into the seventeenth century. English-men of that more enlightened
14
Hall, The Genevan Reformation and the American Foundin g, 229 .
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol53/iss2/2
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era displayed a willingness to submit to the arbitration of the King's
courts. In a word, Great Britain had become civilized.

King James I. Portrait by Paul van Somer, cal620.
Greatly responsible for this urbane civilization of society was the
personality of the new King himself. James I was a highly successful
monarch . He was a major intellectual, writing theoretical works on
government and engaging effectively in debate with leading Catholic
polemicists on theological and political issues.15 Most significantly
15

John Merrill , "The Stuarts (1603-1688)," in The Oxford Illu strated History of
Britain , ed . Kenneth 0 . Morgan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984) , 304-305 .
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and most extraordinarily for the times, he believed that he was in
practice constrained by solemn oaths made at his coronation to rule
according to the ' laws and customs of the realm '; he accepted that
every one of his actions as King was subject to judicial review. 16
James I was also a visionary King: his vision was one of unity.
He sought to use the power and authority of his three crownsEngland, Scotland and Ireland-to promote the peace and unity of
Christian princes, an aim which produced solid achievements in
James's arbi-tration in the Baltic and in Germany in his early years .
Finally, he sought to use his position as head of the 'Catholic and
Reformed' Church of England, and as the promoter of cooperation
between the Presbyterian Scots and the Episcopal English churches,
to advance the reunion of Christian churches. His attempts to
arrange an ecumenical council and the response of moderates in all
churches, Catholic, Orthodox, Lutheran and Calvinist to his salutary
calls for an end to religious strife, were wrecked by the outbreak of
the Thirty Years War on the Continent. Nonetheless, James's reign
did see the growth of political stability in England, a lessening of
religious passions, domestic peace , and the continuing respect of
the international community. Indeed, the modern historian sees in
his superb diplomatic actions the genesis of the present day United
Nations.
After the chaotic English Civil Wars (1642-1649) and the
Interregnum (1649-1660), Charles II continued the enlightened
policies of his predecessor James I. With remarkable courage King
Charles set out to build his regime on as broad a base as possible. He
refused to give special positions of favour and trust to his own and
his father's friends. There was to be power-sharing at every level of
government. He sought to restore the Church of England, but with
reforms that would make it acceptable to the majority of moderate
Puritans. He also wanted to grant freedom of religious assembly
(if not equality of political rights) to the tiny minority of Puritan s
and Catholics who could not accept even a latitudinarian national
Church. For 18 months he fought for this moderate settlement only to
' Ibid ., 305.
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol53/iss2/2
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be defeated by the determination of the rigorist Anglican majority in
the Cavalier Parliament. 17
Charles then set about promoting the cause of religious toleration
for all non-Anglicans. Even though his first attempt in January 1663
was a failure, he had the consolation of knowing that he had reversed
traditional roles. The pre-civil war Puritans had looked to Parliament
for protection from Charles I; the new non-conformists had to look
to him for protection from Parliament. In the age of French and
Russian royal Absolutism and in the age of Louis XIY's Revocation
of the Edict of Nantes (1685), Charles II's benign efforts to gain
freedom and justice for Catholics and Protestant Dissenters was truly
unprecedented and extraordinary. These actions showed that the King
of England was exceedingly politically and theologically adroit and
was well ahead of his times in matters of political theory and religion.
In this regard, Charles II's enlightened religious attitude can only
be explained by his thorough education in the theology and political
philosophy of John Knox, and the two Swiss theologians John Calvin
and Erasmus. In their writings alone would His Majesty the King
have found the then novel concepts of liberalism, humanitarianism
and republicanism which dictated his royal policies and which made
him the most enlightened monarch of Europe.
Thus, by the accession of James II in 1685, the stage was set for a
quantum leap in English political theory and practice: since the return
of John Knox from Geneva to Scotland in 1559, the Kings and Queens
of England and Scotland, and the British people in general, had been
constantly educated in the more liberal and democratic philosophy
of the Swiss Protestant Reformation. Steeped in politically liberating
philosophy, the British people were now ready to formulate a more
just and durable social contract between themselves, the governed,
and their government. And yet they needed a philosophically and
theologically sound formulation of their new political and spiritual
aspirations: this was provided by the philosophy of John Locke.
Locke wrote his Two Treatises on Government in order to
defend the accession of the Protestant Dutch William III to the
17

Ibid. , 330-331.
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Throne of England in 1688.
In 1687 the Catholic James
II had attempted to grant
equal status to Catholics
in England. It need hardly
be said that the then ToryAnglican political nation
was outraged: these English
Protestants remembered only
too well the horrors of the
reign of the Catholic Bloody
Mary, the attempted invasion
of England in 1588 by the
Spanish Armada under the
orders of Pope Sixtus VI and
Philosopher John Locke.
Philip II of Spain, and the
more recent Catholic Gunpowder Plot of 1605. Protestant Great Britain
was still at war with Catholic France and Spain. Nevertheless, although
the Tory-Anglicans were stung, they remained initially pacific. In a
spirit of cooperation with James II , they even committed the Church
to a future Anglican toleration of Protestant Dissenters. However, the
Tory complacency of 1687 turned to stunned horror in June 1688 with
the birth of the son and heir to James II . Now indeed the possibility of
a dynasty of rabid Catholics appeared to stretch out before them. 18
Ironically, leaders of both the Tory-Anglican and the Dissenter
parties joined in the desperate expedient of inviting William of Orange
to come to England to remonstrate with James, anything to prevent the
re-establishment of the erstwhile Catholic hegemony in England, which
had caused so much misery and terror during the reign of Bloody Mary.
Whatever those who invited William to England may have
expected, William himself certainly intended to depose James. His
ambition to ascend the English throne was supported by the English
people who, fearful of the combined threat of Louis XIV and the exiled
James II after 1689 to re-introduce Popery and arbitrary government ,
18

Ibid ., 338.

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol53/iss2/2
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forced through the necessary constitutional and political changes, in
a historical process known as the Glorious Revolution. 19
John Locke wrote his Two Treatises on Government in order to
defend the noble principles of this Revolution. The First Treatise is a
refutation of Sir Robert Filmer's Patriarcha, a defense of the divine
right of Kings. The Second Treatise refutes the absolutist theory of
government as such and provides an outline for a theory of political
and civil society, based on natural rights and contract theory and
under the rule of law. 20 Thus these two historic treatises truly are the
political basis of modern European and American society.
According to Locke, government is a trust, whose purpose is
to preserve the people 's freedom, forfeited by a ruler who fails to
secure the public good. The ruler's authority is therefore conditional
rather than absolute. To secure this freedom, Locke favored a mixed
constitution-the legislative should be an elected body, whereas the
executive should be a single person, the monarch-and he argues for
a separation of legislative and executive powers. In Lockian political
theory , the people are ultimately sovereign.
Locke's faith in the salutary, ennobling power of knowledge
justifies his reputation as the first philosopher of the Enlightenment.
In developing the Whig ideology underlying the Revolution of 1688,
Locke formulated the classic expression of liberalism, which was to
in spire the American Revolution and the authors of the United States
Constitution. In modern times Locke exerted the greatest influence
on the political thought of the philosophes; his political principles
were more fully developed and given a more solid foundation in the
systems of government of France and Switzerland. 2 1
Locke likewise formulated influential concepts of religious
liberty . Ironically, Hobbes, Spinoza and Locke, the three great
secularizers so frequently consulted by modern professors of political

19

Ibid. , 342.
Daniel J. Elazar, Covenant and Civil Society: The Constitutional Matrix of
Modern Democracy (New Brunswick New Jersey: Transaction Publishers, 1998) 43 .
21
Norman L. Torrey, " Introduction ," in Les Philosophes: The Philosophers of the
Enlightenment and Modern Democracy, ed. Norman L. Torrey (New York: Capricorn
Books, 1960) , 16.
20
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science and legislators, brought Western political philosophy back to
the Bible. 22 When in need of traditional authorities to support their
political models, all three men cited the Bible more than the Greeks
and the Romans, perceiving its very different political premises
as more promising for compactual republicanism. Locke defended
and illuminated the Biblical basis of political authority even as he
emphasized the covenantal rather than the patriarchal understanding
of Biblical ideas concerning the relations between rulers and
ruled. 23
According to Locke, two essentials, and two alone, are involved
in being a Christian: first, that a man should accept Christ as God's
Messiah and, second, that he should live in accordance with Christ 's
teaching. From this perspective, any act of persecution in the name
of religious truth is wholly ludicrous and unjustified. Locke thereby
condemned forever the actions of past bigoted and ruthless rulers
such as Henry VIII and Bloody Mary and extended a tacit invitation
to future monarchs and heads of state to practice consistently a spirit
of religious toleration.
These Lockian ideals of government were crystallized and
organized in two influential documents adopted by the British
Parliament: the Act of Toleration of 1689 and the English Bill of
Rights of 1689. The Act of Toleration allowed freedom of worship
to Non Conformists who had pledged to the Oaths of Allegiance and
Supremacy. The Nonconformists were Protestants who dissented from
the Church of England such as Baptists and Congregationalists. The
Act did not apply to Catholics and non-Trinitarians and continued
the existing disabilities for Dissenters, including their exclusion from
political office and also from university. Unfortunately, in order to
obtain full civil rights, English Catholics would have to wait until
the proclamation of the Catholic Relief Act, adopted by Parliament
in 1829, which repealed the last of the criminal laws aimed at the
Catholic citizens of Great Britain. Such was the profundity of the
liberal Protestant British government's fear of the re-establishment
22
23

Elazar, Covenant and Civil Society , 31.
Ibid., 44.

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol53/iss2/2
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of a reactionary Catholic constitutional monarchy subservient to the
will of the Pope in Rome.
Despite these limitations, the advance in human rights represented
by the Act of Toleration was immense. Whereas in Spain many citizens
still were being tortured and executed by the Inquisition, Great Britain
at the end of the seventeenth century was already developing into a
tolerant, pluralist society. The English legal recognition of liberty of
worship went far beyond what had been achieved in most of Europe,
and the philosophes were to hold this English achievement up as the
crucial element in the development of a free society. 24
As for the English Bill of Rights, this document guaranteed
the substantive acceptance of parliamentary monarchy. The Bill of
Rights clearly overrode the hereditary right which formed the basis
of the restored constitution of 1660 and replaced it with the will of
the nation expressed through Parliament. 25 At a time when absolutism
seemed to be in the ascendant in the Western world, the importance
of this transformation should not be underestimated. Eighteenth and
nineteenth century Whigs were fundamentally correct in seeing the
contract theory, which seemed to have triumphed in 1689, as a historic
turning-point involving the decisive rejection of an entire traditional
monarchical conception of government, as well as the generator of a
new and effective political modus operandi.
Thus the essential ingredients of Enlightenment political
thought-minimal natural law, the satisfaction of human interests and
needs, toleration -were present in Britain at the end of the seventeenth
century ,26 and the history of Great Britain in the eighteenth century
would demonstrate emphatically that a country can be civilized by
legislation.

24
Paul Langford, "The Eighteenth Century (1688-1789)," in The Oxford
Illustrated History of Britain , ed. Kenneth 0. Morgan (Oxford : Oxford University
Press , 1984), 359.
25 Ibid ., 353.
26
Glenn Burgess, " England and Scotland ," in European Political Thought
1450-1700, eds. Howell A. Lloyd, Glenn Burgess, Simon Hudson (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2007) , 375.
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At the same time that the British
nation was progressing rapidly in
the fields of political philosophy and
humanitarianism, it was also making
great strides in science, architecture
and the fine arts. Sir Isaac Newton
described universal gravitation and
the three laws of motion which
dominated the scientific view of
the physical universe for the next
three centuries, and the astronomer
James Ferguson demonstrated the
movement of the planets . The stately
homes of the English aristocracy
studded the land, with names like
Blenheim Palace, Burghley House,
Chatsworth
House,
Harewood
House, Hatfield House, Longleat
House, Montacute House, Welbeck
Abbey, Woburn Abbey, Devonshire
House and Castle Howard.
The paintings of Thomas
Gainsborough and Sir Joshua
Reynolds, as well as the paintings of
the Dutch masters such as Rubens,
Van Dyck and Rembrandt van Rijn,
were displayed in drawing rooms
everywhere, and the art collection
of the English Royal Family became
the largest art collection in the world.
Finally, the felicitous reigns of three
pious and honorable monarchs
guaranteed the peace and progress
of this happy world: Queen Anne
( 1702-1714), who showed much

"The Blue Boy" painted by
Thomas Gainsborough.

"The Duchess of Gordon "
painted by Sir Joshua Reynolds.
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genuine devotion to the Anglican Church; George I (1714-1727), who
began the practice of delegating some of his royal power to a Prime
Minister who would represent his opinions in Parliament; and George
II (1727-1760), a most generous and Christian King who gave new
lands to the distressed Swiss and Palatine colonists of North Carolina
when they were evicted from their own property in 1747 and who
enthusiastically patronized the arts. Indeed, when George II arose
during the singing of the Hallelujah Chorus at the conclusion of the
first performance of Handel's Messiah in London on 23 March 1743,
this act of royal respect symbolized the very meaning of the word
civilization.
Into this refined and
enlightened world strode the
young inquisitive Voltaire in
May 1726. Voltaire was able to
live in style in England owing
principally to the generosity of
the wealthy English merchant,
Everard
Fawkener,
who
enabled the French philosopher
to live quietly and graciously in
London so that he was free of
financial worries and was able
French Philosopher Voltaire.
to concentrate on his writings
and observations of English society and government. 27 Moreover,
Voltaire received 2000 crowns from George I for La Henriade .28
Finally, he lived for a while with Henry St John, First Viscount
Bolingbroke in London. Thus he was able to manage during his
sojourn in England.
Voltaire's relationship with Bolingbroke was extremely useful
to him as he made his observations of English life. Bolingbroke was
deeply involved in English politics and brought out the first issue of The
27
A. Owen Aldridge, Voltaire and the Century of Light (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1975), 62.
28
Ibid., 62.
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Craftsman, a political journal that served as the public platform for his
circle's Tory opposition to the Whig oligarchy in England. In addition
to Bolingbroke, Voltaire met Jonathan Swift, Alexander Pope and John
Gay, writers who were experimenting with the use of literary forms
in the creation of a new kind of political criticism. Swift's Gulliver's
Travels, for example, is a prime example of such political satire .
Furthermore , Voltaire was received by Sir Robert Walpole ,
the Whig Prime Minister. He was also a close friend of Lord John
Hervey, a confidante of Queen Caroline; Voltaire dedicated a chapter
to him in his Letters on the English Nation , concerning the English
Lords who cultivated literature. 29 Thus Voltaire moved in the most
brilliant and influential intellectual and political circles , and he was
himself thereby able to influence the mentality and the aspirations of
contemporary English writers and politicians.
Voltaire arrived in England at a moment of keen debate about
the concept of mixed government and the proper balance of power
between monarchy, aristocracy and democracy. 30 It was precisely the
opportunity to engage in such free debate which Voltaire found so
refreshing and exhilarating. Compared to his native France, where a
royal Lettre de cachet could send a person to the Bastille for a mere
remark perceived by a nobleman as offensive, England was a paradise
of freedom of speech, and political and religious diversity. 31 The
essence of English life, as Voltaire saw it, consisted in talking freely
with both Whigs and Tories , dining with a bishop and supping with
a Quaker, going on Saturdays to a synagogue and on Sundays to St.
Paul's, listening to a sermon in the morning and taking in a comedy
in the afternoon. 32
Under such felicitous circumstances, with so many opportunities
for stimulating conversation and with so many English benefactors ,
29

Ibid., 66 .
Nicholas Cronk , "Introduction ," in Letters Concerning the English Nation , ed .
Nicholas Cronk (1994; reprint, Oxford : Oxford University Press, 2009) , xx .
31
Voltaire himself had been impri soned twice in the Bastille , first for e leve n
months ( 1717-1718), for having written against the Regent an epigram in Latin , and
secondly, in 1726, for having insulted the Chevalier de Rohan .
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Aldridge , Voltaire and the Century of Light , 68 .
30
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little wonder that Voltaire cultivated and disseminated such profound
Anglophilia in his works. During the visit of John Morgan, the
Philadelphia physician, to Ferney in September 1764, he summarized
hi s extremely positive impress ions of the English nation:
"The English," added he, "have some very fine authors,
they are , I swear by God him self, the first nation of Europe, and
if I ever smell of a resurrection , or come a seco nd time on earth,
I will pray God to make me born in England, the land of liberty.
There are four things which I adore that the English boast of so
greatly" -with his forefinger of the right hand counting them
up , and naming each distinctly and with an emphasis: " Liberty,
Property, Newton and Locke." "Above all authors," he went on,
" I admire Newton and Locke. These opened our eyes to glorious
objects and immortal di scove ries which we did not think of. One
has dissected and laid open to us the planetary system. The other
has , as I may say, dissected the soul and discovered to us all the
powers of the understandin g. On my knees I prostrate all my life
before two such great men as these - to whom I esteem myself as
an infant." 33

Indeed , Voltaire was one of the first to convey a sense of
the importance of Locke's ideas to a wide public. 34 He defended
these liberal ideas most cogently in his Lettres philosophiques
or Letters on the English Nation. 35 In their attack on religious and
political intolerance and in their defense of empirical thought and
the experimental method, the Letters constitute one of the earliest
expressions of Enlightenment political thinking. 36 In this apology of
the English political system, with its unprecedented system of checks
and balances between the legislative.judiciary and executive branches
of government, Voltaire, for the first time in his works, expressed the
kind of faith in science, hope that reason would prevail, and love of
33
Wayne Andrews , Voltaire (New York: New Directions Publishing Corporation,
1981 ), 128-129 .
34
Cronk , Letters Concerning the English Nation, xviii.
35
Torrey, Les Phi/osophes, 12.
36
Cronk , xvii.
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freedom that gave him a philosophical platform from which to survey
his own country's faults and to forecast the remedies that would have
to be applied to correct these faults: if all was well in England, much
was still wrong in France, and Voltaire would prove to be the great
physician who would heal France of its social ills and educate France
to accept its role as a future democracy.37
In 1729 Voltaire returned to France with his views on religious
toleration reaffirmed and with a deepened understanding of Lockian
empiricism and Newtonian physics. 38 Unfortunately, he did not
receive in his homeland the cordial welcome which he had received in
England .39 When he had the audacity to publish Les Lettres anglaises
without permission in Paris in 1734, a royal Lettre de cachet obliged
him to seek exile in Lorraine . Welcomed at the chateau of Cirey
by Madame du Chatelet, he spent a decade ( 1734-17 44) under the
protection of this hostess , engaging in much literary and philosophical
production and in rich correspondence with philosophers and heads
of state all over Europe. Called to Versailles by a new minister
and acquaintance, d' Argenson, for three years (1744-1747) he was
involved in the glittering life of the royal court of Louis XV. However,
his imprudent remarks in his plays and correspondence drew upon the
ill favor of the King and Queen of France and finally brought about
his disgrace: in humiliation, he once again returned to Cirey, where he
accompanied Madame du Chatelet thi s time to the court of Stanislas in
Lorraine (1747-1750). Having failed to recover the favor of Louis XV,
in 1750 Voltaire accepted an invitation to work for the philosopherking Frederick the Great in Berlin. Unfortunately, a disagreement
with his colleague Maupertuis precipitated a quarrel with his Prussian
patron, and once again Voltaire was forced to flee. 40
It seemed that Voltaire would spend his entire life as a
misunderstood fugitive in perpetual exile: both the King of France
and the King of Prussia had turned deaf ears to his political advice .
37
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Hi s essential problem was that he was an anachronism: he lived in a
mental world of freedom of speech, tol eration and advanced political
sensitivity which had not yet been born in the Empires of Europe.
Finally, however, the great French philosopher-like so many before
him-did find a safe haven and willing audience for the di sse mination
of hi s beli ef in the superiority of the English form of parliamentary
democracy - in Switzerl and.
The Swiss hospitality accorded to Voltaire is certainly not
surpri sing ; Switzerland is the oldest democracy on earth, and since the
Reformation has earned a deserved reputation as a land of asylum and
Iiberty which protects the rights of those who have been persecuted
elsew here to speak their minds freely.
Voltaire's choice of Switzerland as hi s new home was only
logical. Voltaire had been impriso ned in the Bastille for eleven
months from 1717 until 1718 , and Frederick the Great had had him
arrested in Frankfurt shortly after hi s clandestine departure from
Berlin in I 75 3 . On the other hand , living in the independent Swiss
Confederation , Voltaire was safe from prosecution by the French and
the Prussian authorities. Moreover, Voltaire had long admired the
Swiss nation. On 8 May, 1739 he had written to Johann Bernouilli ,
the Swiss mathematician , that he planned to write a hi story of the
Swiss people, a people who had made such impressive efforts to be
free. 4 1 And in 1743 he had told the French foreign minister that he
wo uld rather live in a Swi ss village than enjoy the dangerous favor of
the Prussian Kin g. 42
Voltaire's fait h in the goodness, understanding, liberalism and
professional excellence of the Swi ss people was confirmed by his
act ua l sojourn in Geneva and Lau sanne between 1755 and 1778.
On Dece mber lO'h, 1754 , Voltaire and Madame Denis left Lyon for
Geneva. 43 As a result of meeting the Geneva banker Jean-Robert
41
Theodore Hesterman, ed., The Correspondence of Voltaire (Ge neva: Librairie
Droz , 1954) 9: 13 1.
42
" Voltaire to Amelot de Chaillou (5 octobre, I 743) ," in The Correspondence of
Voltaire, ed. Theodore Besterman (Ge neva: Droz , 1954) 13: 95-96 .
43
Ian Davidson , Volta ire in Exile: The Last Years, 1753-1778 (London: Atlantic
Books, 2004) , 20.
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Les De/ices, home of Voltaire in Geneva, Switzerland.
Tronchin in Lyon, Voltaire now met several members of the wealthy
Tronchin family; on the first night in Geneva, he was invited to stay
with Jean-Robert's younger brother Frarn;ois Tronchin, one of the
city's most influential politicians. Jean-Robert Tronchin actually
bought a mansion for Voltaire in Geneva,44 which Voltaire renamed
Les Delices because, as he told Turgot, nothing is more delicious than
to be free and independent. 45 He took possession of Les Delices in
early March 1755 .46
The Genevan patricians accepted Voltaire's splendid hospitality,
and dinner parties and soirees were regular events at Les De/ices,
which became one the principal centers of Genevan high society.47
Just as the great literary salons in the age of the Sun King had
civilized Paris, so did Voltaire's salon at Les De/ices elevate Geneva
44
Peter Gay, Voltaire's Politics: The Poet as Realist (Princeton: Princeton
University Press , 1959) , 186.
45
Theodore Hesterman, Voltaire (1969; reprint Oxford: Basil Blackwell , 1976), 353.
46
Davidson , Voltaire in Exile, 23.
47
Today, the former property of Voltaire's chateau Les Delices, houses the Institu
et Musee Voltaire, 25 rue des Delices. This museum is extremely popular and displays
furniture, manuscripts and letters of the great philosopher.
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to a higher level of sophistication, urbanity and humanity. Moreover,
in Ge neva , to Voltaire 's delight , there were more philosophes than
anywhere else in Europe. 48 In Geneva he also had the services of
an exce llent phy sician, and a superb publi sher. Finally, compared
with its French and German neighbors, Geneva was an exceptionally
e nli ghtened and tolerant city: with the advent of Calvinism in the
early sixteenth century and the concurrent persecution of Protestant
he retics in Catholic France , refugees streamed steadily into Geneva.
They were well received; many of them were admitted to citizenship
and came to form Geneva 's elite .
Voltaire was also satisfied with his brief stay in nearby Lausanne.
With the Bernese government, at that time masters of the Canton
of Vaud , Voltaire was on the best of terms . As in Geneva , also in
Lausa nne Voltaire maintained a brilliant salon and a regular entourage
of admirers .49 Under these circumstances it is understandable that
Voltaire exclaimed to hi s fried Thierot in a letter of 7 May 1756 written
from Les De/ices, "I am so happy that I am ashamed of it."50 Although
while writing Candide three years later in 1759 he would degenerate
into bitter cy nicism, clearly, during his long stay in Switzerland Voltaire
generall y proclai med a vibrant form of Leibnitzian optimism and joy.
To be sure , the Swi ss democracy of that age was not perfect:
the Swiss Confederation would not be permanently unified and its
national laws would not be expertly codified until 1848. In the Old
Confederation of the eighteenth century there still existed many
inequalities . Each of the Landsge meinde cantons-Uri, Schwyz, the
Unterwaldens, Glarus, Zug , the two Appenzells-was normally under
the imperious influence of a few great families who enjoyed patrician
statu s, and th erefore they can as easily be called aristocracies or
oligarchies as pure democracies. 5 1 The remaining cantons were under
the rule of cities, and the sovereign body of each was normally a
" Voltaire a Pierre Rousseau (24 fevrier , 1757) ," in La Correspondance de
Voltaire , ed. Louis Moland (Paris: Garnier, 1880) 39: 180 .
49
J. Gaberel , Voltaire et Les Genevois (Paris: Joel Cherbuliez, 1857) , 8.
50
" Voltaire aThieriotdu C hateau des Del ices (27 mai , 1756," in La Correspondance
de Voltaire (Paris: Garnier, 1880) 39, 47 .
51
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48
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Great Council, which had usually in the past derived its legislative
and juridical powers from the whole body of the hereditary freemen
of the city. 52 Thus, in Ancien Regime Switzerland, in general , one can
talk about concentric circles of privileges.
Moreover, in the Old Confederation and throughout the
Hapsburg Empire, religious toleration was not always practiced
as consistently, as extensively and as conscientiously as in the
enlightened Geneva which Voltaire personally knew. In the time of
Zwingli, for example, the radical Anabaptists were much persecuted.
By 1525 the break between Zwingli, his supporters, and the
government of Zurich, on the one hand, and the Anabaptists, on the
other, had become irreparable since both sides derived diametrically
opposed conclusions from the same sacred texts. 53 The rise of these
radical Zwinglians, called Anabaptists, who proclaimed adult
baptism and rejected the oath and thereby the magistrates' lawful
authority, involved in the view of their opponents three crimes:
blasphemy, heresy and insurrection. 54 The initial rift between the
Zurich authorities and the Anabaptist rebels quickly escalated
into violence: some recalcitrant Swiss Anabaptists were executed
or were forced into exile; a number of the Swiss colonists who
emigrated to North and South Carolina and Georgia in the early
eighteenth century were in this latter category.
Nonetheless, the concepts of democracy and tolerance were not
novel in Switzerland when Voltaire arrived in Geneva in 1755. Before
the advent of the Helvetic Republic (1798-1803) , each individual
canton had exercised complete sovereignty over its own territory and
affairs. Little central authority had existed, with matters concerning the
Old Confederation as a whole confined mainly to meetings of leading
representatives from the various cantons: the Diets. The Confederation
was destined to play an important and historic part in preserving the
principles and practices of popular self-government-first proclaimed
52
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on the meadow at Rtitli in the Eternal Oath of 1291-during an age when
elsewhere throughout Europe the ancient liberties of the Germanic
peoples, so praised by the ancient Roman historian Tacitus, were
collapsing before the power of the nobles, the military oligarchies,
and the advent of royal Absolutism .
What struck foreigners about Switzerland increasingly throughout the eighteenth century was the dignity, prosperity and felicity of
her people. This happy society was in part the product of democratic
tradition, republican virtue, and the Protestant and aristocratic
ethos, but behind this liberal mystique lay an unperceived economic
revolution of enclosure and early industrialism, of forces looking
toward the coming century rather than back as the previous one. 55
This eighteenth century progressive national spirit was of purely
Swiss and not Voltairian origin.
The concepts of toleration and religious denominational diversity
had also been much developed and frequently practiced throughout
Switzerland before the advent of Voltaire. The reader will recall that
the government of Calvin's Geneva in the early sixteenth century had
already developed the notion of civic republicanism and had served
as the principal haven for Protestant dissenters from other regions
of Europe . At the end of the seventeenth century occurred a second
Swiss Protestant Reformation. These latter theologians' names were
Turretini for Geneva, Werenfels for Basel. They were the disciples
of Bayle or Fontenelle, readers of Swift , praisers of Descartes and
Newton. Their motto was: Tolerantia, caritas, pax, sanctitas. 56 They
were the founders of a Swiss "Enlightened Protestantism," based
upon a pre-Voltairian form of tolerant Erasmian humanism.
During the first sixteenth century Reformation, Switzerland
was spared the bloody massacres which plagued France, Germany
and Ireland during their wars of religion, due principally to the
nature of the Swiss political system, capable of preventing any
single canton from acquiring excessive power and capable of uniting

55
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diverse religious positions without civil war within a single flexible
political Confederation. Swiss political and social moderation owe a
great deal as well to the traditional institution of arbitration, which
under Swiss law since the Reformation obliges adversarial parties in
disputes to accept mediation and peaceful compromises: thi s hi ghly
effective arbitrational system did preserve the Confederates from
the long devastating wars of religion which their neighbors had to
endure. Providing further in surance of social stability in the face
of the Reformation's religious animosities were several documents
written into Swiss constitutional law, such as the Charter of the
Priests (Pfaffenbriej), the Covenant of Sempach (Sempacher Brief)
and the 1481 Covenant of Stans (Stanser Verkommnis), all of which
were designed to regulate internal conflicts and to guarantee domestic
peace and which most definitely shielded Switzerland from violent
civil war during the pan-European religiou s conflicts of the sixteenth
century. 57
Further solidifying domestic tranquility was the policy of
Swiss neutrality developed in the wake of the Battle of Marignano
(1515). 58 The most important consequence of the Thirty Years War
(1618-1648) for the future of the Swiss Confederation was the Swi ss
Federal Diet's proclamation of international neutrality in 1638 , and,
by the Treaty of Westphalia in I 648, the recognition in international
law of the complete independence of the Swiss Confederation from
the jurisdiction of the Holy Roman Empire. The Swiss authoriti es of
the era perceived that neutrality was an indi spen sable prerequi si te
for the preservation of the unity of the Swis s nation, beleaguered by
several surrounding absolutist Empires.
Switzerland , because internal peace is a necess ity for its
independence and its very existence as a sovereign nation , is an
example of consensus. In addition to its neutrality in international
relations, there in fact exists in so many diverse ways, a corresponding

57
Dwight Page, " Introduction to the Swiss Protestant Re fo rmation ," Swiss
American Historical Society Review 40 , no . 3 (November 2004): 15-16.
58
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The Castle of F erney near Geneva, the second residence of Voltaire.
inter-ethnic, inter-religious and inter-cantonal entente cordiale .59
Embracing four cultures and languages, the Swiss Confederation has
for centuries cultivated an innate respect for differences and owes its
present success to the reconciliation of ethnic, religious, cultural and
linguistic differences within both such a united and at the same time
diverse community.
Switzerland thus already possessed a rich heritage of religious
and political liberalism and pluralism when it encountered Voltaire.
Voltaire's principal contribution to the clearly politically astute
Swiss-and to his own countrymen the French-was to present
democratic ideas in a far more systematic and organized manner
and to demonstrate to his readership how these excellent ideas could
be used to create practical models of optimal government in France
and Switzerland. Voltaire's political writings in Geneva gave to the
Swiss political system more finesse, more sophistication and more
sensitivity to the individual needs and rights of the Swiss people, in
accord with Switzerland's growing role as a country of international
prominence and influence at the end of the eighteenth century.
59 Andre Reszler, "Switzerland: A Democratic Model?" in A History of Democracy
in Europe, ed. Antoine de Baecque and trans. Nicholas Y.A. Bradley (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1995), 167.

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2017

27

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 53 [2017], No. 2, Art. 2

June 2017 SAHS Review

90

Voltaire's residence in Geneva ushered in the most impressive
Golden Age of political theory and humanitarianism in history. Along
with his colleague, the native Genevan Jean Jacques Rousseau , Voltaire
composed work after work and letter after letter proposing political
and social improvements whose purpose was to increase the happiness
of the human race. Never since the time of the Christ had any human
being expended so much energy in order to help his fellow man.
Thus, the ideas ofreligious reform and political liberty, originally
exported from Switzerland to Great Britain during the Reformation
in the sixteenth century, and further refined and improved by their
application in the Scottish and English parliamentary system s,
returned in an evolved form to Switzerland and greatly influenced the
Swiss homeland in the late eighteenth century, principally throu gh
the agency of the French philosopher and Swiss resident Voltaire.
While Voltaire had an intensive political agenda and expended great
energy on political research throughout his entire stay in Switzerland, the
quintessence of his meditations on democratic government is a document
known as Republican Ideas , considered by many to be the ideological basis
for the present democracies of the United States, France and Switzerland.
In general, the Republican Ideas advocate the universal rule of law and
justify the concept of popular sovereignty. Respect for the political
capacities of ordinary people also permeates the book. Voltaire presents
an advanced and liberal political program: He visualizes Geneva as a
liberal republic. All citizens elect their magistrates , approve the laws , and
supervise their enforcement. They enjoy free speech, even in sensitive
areas of religion and politics; they need have no fear of reprisals from
the authorities, who seek with ardor and a high level of professional
competence to improve the lives of the citizens under their care. They
can give free reign to their religious and aesthetic predilections. There
is free access to the professions and a general atmosphere of equality.
There is mutual and ubiquitous respect between the People and the State,
which is the very embodiment of liberty. This of course was not Geneva
as it was in Voltaire's day, but it was the ideal government to which, in
Voltaire's opinion , Geneva should aspire. 60
60
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While Republican Ideas represented only a political experiment
when it fir st appeared in 1766, its sound and noble ideals quickly
se ized the imagination of democratic assemblies in America,
France and Switzerland itself, who were then involved precisely in
de liberation s whose goal was the creation of democratic republics.
To be more precise , Voltaire's blueprint for the generation of
a just and optimal democracy in Geneva actually went full circle:
originating in hi s study at Les De/i
ces in Geneva in 1765 , these ideas
greatly in spired the American ambassador to the Court of Loui s XVI ,
Benjamin Franklin, who took them back to America and injected
the concepts into the deliberation s concerning the composition
of the new Constitution of the United States , which occurred in
1787 in Philadelphia. 6 1 Thomas Jefferson, another participant in
the constitutional deliberations in Philadelphia and the American
ambassador to France at the time of the outbreak of the French
Revolution , later returned to Europe and discussed these recently
developed Locki an-Voltairian ideas with Lafayette , who immediately
brou ght them to the attention of the Council of Five in Pari s under
the direction of Mirabeau, to whom had been entrusted the duty of
composing The Declaration of the Rights of Man, proclaimed in
August 1791. Much later, in 1848, when the delegates of the Swiss
peopl e in Bern were planning a new formal constitution for the Swiss
Confederation, they looked to the American and French Constitutions
as obvious model s of admirable democratic government, thus directly
co nsultin g the ideas of Franklin , Jefferson , Lafayette , Mirabeau and
their colleagues, yet unaware that they were thereby applying as
well the ideas of John Locke and Voltaire . Nonetheless, it remains
true that, through their direct consultation and implementation of
the concepts of the American and French Constitutions , these Swiss

61
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lawmakers did bring back the Voltairian ideals to the Swiss homeland
from whence they had been originally derived.
It is not only the legacy of Voltaire that is so influential and
admired in Switzerland today; in his own lifetime he enjoyed the
admiration of a multitude of Swiss disciples. People flocked from all
parts of Switzerland to his home in order to enjoy hi s company and in
order to imbibe his wisdom. Geneva, Les Delices and Ferney became
a mecca not only for Swiss admirers but for persons from around the
world who desired to reform and to improve their respective nations . At
this extraordinary time in Swiss history, Switzerland became the global
capital of political theory. At the many dinners provided by their cordial
and scintillating host Voltaire at Les Delices and Ferney, the nation s
truly were united by their representatives' common love of learning,
philosophy and aspiration for political excellence and perfection. 62
Voltaire attained the summit of political g lory posthumou sly :
he was the first person to be honored with re-burial in th e new
Pantheon of the Great Men of France that the new revolutionary
government created in 1791 . Thi s act served as a tribute to th e
connections that the revolutionaries saw between Voltaire 's politic al
program and the cause of revolutionary modernization as a whole.
Clearly, Voltaire the student of English parliamentary politic s and
democracy, had taught hi s lesson s well on the Continent of Europe
and had evolved into the great and honored patri arch of European
democracy.
Nonetheless , although Voltaire was the giant of the eighteenth
century political Renaissance in Switzerland , his personal di sse mination of the concepts of Lockian liberalism and English parliamentary
democracy from his desk s at Les Deces
/i
and Ferny was not the only
source of the Anglophilia which swept the Swi ss Confederation

62

In September, 1757 , Voltaire wrote to hi s old friend d 'Argental: " I haven ' t a
moment to myself . The long illness of Mad ame de Fontaine, and my ow n sufferings ,
take up at least half the day. The rest of the time has to be g iven to the processions
of the curious who come from Lyon , from Geneva, from Savoy , from Switzerland ,
and even from Paris . Almost every day, I have seven or eight people come to have
dinner with me ." Lettres de Voltaire, 4568. Correspondance (Pari s: Biblioth eque de la
Plei ade , 1977-1992) , 13 vols .

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol53/iss2/2

30

Page: The Birth of Modern Democracy
From the Swiss Protestant Reformation to the Golden Age

93

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries . There was interest in
England among many Swiss at that time. For example, in Geneva
the publication in 1726 of Les Lettres sur Les AngLais et Les Francais
by the Bernese officer of a Swiss regiment in Paris, Beat de Muralt,
created a sensation and unleashed extensive Anglomania throughout
the country. 63 And Geneva did not cease, during the whole of the
eighteenth century, from taking an avid interest in all things English,
a fascination which was to reach its climax in the founding by the
Pictet brothers in 1796 of the Bibliotheque britannique. That journal
so courageously defended England's liberal ideas on the Continent
that Talleyrand was prompted to say to Pictet de Rochemont:
'Your review has behind it such a weight of public opinion that its
suppression would amount to a coup d'etat. And Sismondi added:
'Geneva is a town which speaks and writes French, but thinks and
reads English' .64
Numerous other Swiss, such as Albert de Haller, Gaudenz de
Salis-Seewis, Bride), Madame de Montolieu, Samuel Constant,
Johannes von Muller and Vincenz Bernhard von Tscharner, found
inspiration in English models, in the fields of either literature,
politics, philosophy or agriculture. For a while Switzerland
became the main channel through which English ideas flowed to
the Continent, and from her sprang a new flowering of German
letters .65
Finally, at the time of the constitution of the modern Swiss
state, England exerted strong pressure in order to guide and
orient the policies of the new Swiss national authorities. Between
December 1847 and February 1848 a special envoy of Her Majesty
Queen Victoria's government was present in Bern. He intervened
on several occasions in order to suggest a policy of appeasement
in dealing with the radical elements in Switzerland in the wake
10
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of the Sonderbund War. 66 As in the time of Voltaire, England once
again intervened in Swiss politics in order to inject a higher degree
of reason and moderation into political deliberations. Thus through
their dissemination by Voltaire and many other Swiss Anglophiles,
English philosophical ideals and English achievements influenced the
development of Switzerland during the Enlightenment and at time of
the genesis of the modern Swiss State in 1848.

Conclusion
For centuries the intellectual histories of Switzerland and
Great Britain have been inextricably intertwined in a rich tapestry
of religious and political thought. The ideas of the Swiss Protestant
Reformation , imported into England and Scotland through the
writings of John Calvin, John Knox, Heinrich Bullinger and
the Marian exiles, resulted in the transformation of the feudal
monarchies of England and Scotland into ever more liberal and
moderate constitutional monarchical forms of parliamentary
government. This progressive form of political thinking culminated
in the Glorious Revolution of 1688 and the English Bill of Rights of
1689.
By the eighteenth century, Great Britain had evolved into the
most advanced and most free parliamentary democracy in the world.
The much impressed young Voltaire wrote down his laudatory
observations of this free English society, and upon his return to France
in 1734, he published these observations as The Letters on the English
Nation. Yet in France, a politically backward country governed by a
repressive absolutist regime, the Letters were suppressed, and Voltaire
was forced into a second exile.
Unfortunately, at that time in history, Absolutism was
ubiquitous in Europe, with the Bourbon dynasty ruling in France, the
Hohenzollern dynasty in Prussia, the Hapsburgs in Austria-Hungary
and the Romanovs in Russia: therefore nowhere in his travel s did
V9ltaire find a congenial home for the expression of his liberal
66
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political ideals . Everywhere he was the protege of a royal patron who
demanded obsequious obedience.
Finally, however, Switzerland did offer to Voltaire a safe haven
and a refuge from further French and Prussian prosecution. In Geneva
he was able to give free rein to the expression of his various political
theories , and he was able to engage in uninhibited correspondence
with writers everywhere , the purpose of which was to liberalize and
to humanize all of Europe. At this time Voltaire's meditations upon
optimal government and the most effective methods to achieve the
betterment of mankind found their most perfect expression in his
seminal work Republican Ideas.
What was most important, however, about Voltaire's stay in
Switzerland was th at not only did he theorize; he also actually practiced
what he preached, and at Ferney he showed the Swiss people and all
other visitors an exemplary model of a community governed by a spirit
of liberty, justice, toleration and humanitarianism . His neighbors,
the Genevans , were generally deeply aware and appreciative of his
unremitting efforts on behalf of the poor, the oppressed and the
persecuted. As benefactor of Ferney, for example, Voltaire built more
than one hundred houses, gave the town a church, a school and a
hospital, improved the land , established a water factury and a silk
stocking mill, and planned an ideal village at Versoix where complete
toleration was to reign, with Catholic and Protestant churches facing
each other. 67 These actions at Ferney were practical applications of
Voltaire 's belief that the supreme virtue is active love of neighbor or
" beneficence", which he believed to be the key to civilization. 68
It was Voltaire's destiny to live during a time of turbulent
tran sition from a society of status and privilege dominated by
hereditary Christian values to a society of contract which would be
increasingly impregnated with the values of scientific humanism. 69
Hi s writings and his example helped his neighbors, the Swiss nation,
67
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to make this transition with political adroitness and philosophical
competence.
Voltaire was not only an impressive and much admired role
model for his own generation; his ideas continued to impress and
influence the French and the Swiss long after his death. For example ,
his notion that the economic , social and political emancipation of
the individual is a prerequisite for democracy played a major role in
the social project of the Helvetic movement in the first half of the
nineteenth century. 70 In addition, the Swiss Constitution of 1848much informed by the political philosophy of Voltaire and JeanJacques Rousseau - served in that era of pan-European revolutions as
a model for other European liberals. 7 1
Finally, modern Swiss society and government demonstrate
emphatically the positive and salutary historical effects of Voltaire 's
achievements, philosophy and influence. The Geneva of today , where
Voltaire first preached his philosophy of toleration, brotherly love
and individual liberties, is a world recognized center of international
diplomacy, culture , technology and banking. 72 In 1963 Geneva paid
special tribute to her most famous resident when she hosted the
first international congress of scholars concerned with the study
of the Enlightenment , organized by the Voltaire scholar, Theodore
Besterman. Both Geneva and Zurich have respectively been ranked
as the cities with the second and third highest quality of life in the
world. In 2010 the World Economic Forum ranked Switzerland as the
most competitive country in the world, while ranked by the European
Union as Europe's most innovative country by far. Furthermore , the
government of the contemporary Swiss Confederation represents
a quite unique Swiss democratic model . Switzerland maintains an
honorable position in many fields of activity, but it is generally agreed
that in the field of government she holds a light to the world which
70
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justifies her independence and material comfort. This especially
applies to the institution for which Switzerland is best known, that is
to say to 'pure democracy' -the referendum in its various forms. 73
Thus, through the influence of the Swiss Protestant Reformation
and the subsequent necessity to resolve internal religious disputes
using the process of arbitration, through the influence of Calvinist
republicanism in Reformation Geneva, and through the influence
of the consequent English Enlightenment and the dissemination
of its ideas by Voltaire-was laid the ideological foundation for
modern Swiss democracy and humanitarianism, and indeed was
established the general intellectual basis for the concepts of modern
democracy.
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